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ABSTRACT
The roles and responsibilities of paraprofessionals in special education have increased
over the years. Just as special education teachers see their caseloads, paperwork, and IEP
responsibilities increase, the roles and responsibilities of paraprofessionals have become heavily
relied upon for creating and maintaining successful programming in special education. The
author of this thesis reviewed 20 relevant articles that explored and researched the changing roles
and responsibilities of paraprofessionals in special education classrooms for students with
developmental and cognitive disabilities (DCD). This thesis will explore recent research in both
rural and urban schools about how paraprofessionals are recruited, trained, and maintained. It
will also include findings from studies in elementary and secondary settings, self-contained
classrooms, program paraprofessionals, and one-on-one paraprofessionals. In this author’s
research and personal experience, finding, training, and maintaining paraprofessionals who
understand the needs and challenges of DCD students are proving increasingly difficult. The
purpose of this thesis is to explore best practices for districts and educators to recruit, train, and
maintain paraprofessionals in the DCD special education classroom. While these employees are
often referred to as ‘para’s, paraeducators, or paraprofessionals,’ for the sake of consistency, this
author will use the title of paraprofessional.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Research indicates that paraprofessionals are playing more prominent roles in providing
direct instruction to students with disabilities yet are often thrown into roles for which they are
often not prepared or trained (Giangreco 2010). To address this issue, schools have typically
looked to better train their paraprofessionals through better job descriptions and clarification,
increased supervision, and training workshops. However, these practices are often both
inadequate and inconsistent.
The author of this thesis chose the topic of paraprofessional support and how schools can
attract, train, and retain exceptional paraprofessionals based on personal experience from both
sides of the issue. As a former paraprofessional and a current special education teacher, this
author recognizes the close working relationship between the teacher and paraprofessional,
specifically in the self-contained classroom serving students with severe and multiple disabilities.
As responsibilities and direct student contact time increase with paraprofessionals, it is important
that they have the training and skill sets to accommodate students with disabilities. Most of these
students not only require intellectual and social skills development but often have emotional and
physical needs that must be addressed before the educational curriculum can begin.
Secondly, recent research indicates that special education teachers are spending more
time on documentation and due process than with direct contact with their students; specifically,
students with significant disabilities (Massafa et al., 2020). These students are often unable to
participate in the general education setting and, in some instances, require one-on-one support.
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These students need paraprofessional support with different skill sets and strengths than the
general education classroom paraprofessional.
According to 2016 Bureau of Labor data, there are over 1.3 million paraprofessionals
employed in the United States (Massafa et al., 2020). Under federal mandate (IDEA, 2004) there
are specific guidelines for defining the use and roles of paraprofessionals and related service
providers. IDEA also requires that paraprofessionals be properly trained to carry out their job
description and responsibilities (Darch et al., 2014). Too often, paraprofessionals are reporting
that they feel inadequately trained and have been provided little direction or planning from
teachers and that expectations are often not clearly articulated until problems arise.
Purpose of Thesis
The purpose of the thesis is to explore research surrounding the use and training of
paraprofessionals that work with students with disabilities, specifically those students diagnosed
with developmental disabilities who are more likely to remain in self-contained classrooms and
have limited contact with the general education setting.
Thesis Question
The question this thesis asks is: What does the research say about the best practices for
educators and school districts to recruit, train, and maintain paraprofessionals for the DCD
special education classroom?
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
Research Process
The primary research process of this author was to identify published scholarly articles
through Bethel Library Libsearch that specifically addressed training paraprofessionals who
support students with moderate to severe intellectual and developmental disabilities. Greater
attention was given to those articles that focused on training paraprofessionals that worked with
students with significant disabilities in federal setting three self-contained classrooms. Once the
author was able to identify recent studies that dealt specifically with training paraprofessionals in
this environment, this writer researched the references of the articles and found other scholarly
articles that were relevant to the research. Finally, this researcher was able to identify specific
authors and research teams that have authored multiple articles on the subject. Once there were
30 articles available, the articles were reviewed and narrowed down to the 20 most relevant.
School Counselors
Darch et al., 2014, explored how school counselors can develop practical models for
providing technical training for paraprofessionals in the rural school setting. The body of their
research was developed primarily through scholarly articles and interviews. The study noted that
in the rural setting, school counselors are being stretched thin and are spending less time with
assessment coordination and more time with tasks that are unrelated to their normal guidance
routines. Their key question was: how can counselors develop effective instruction to teach
paraprofessionals best practices in a practical way, and how can they provide better technical
assistance in the areas of teaching and classroom management (Darch, et al., 2014, p.33).
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The article started with a brief history of the paraprofessional in special education and a
definition of the personnel qualification for paraeducators and support staff as per IDEA, 2004
guidelines. Next, they focused on tailoring technical assistance to develop mastery of practices,
and lastly, they presented a four-stage model for implementing their developed model (Darch et
al., 2014, p.35).
In their study, their work highlighted four focus areas that they found important to
increase paraprofessional development: (1) provide clear and rational explanations of their
assignments and responsibilities, (2) provide a clear rationale for the purpose of their
assignments and responsibilities, (3) provide regular positive feedback as they improve in their
technique and strategy, and (4) provide corrective feedback in areas that need improvement
(Darch et al., 2014, p. 35).
However, before the four-stage model can be implemented, the counselor and teacher
must understand the current level of mastery that the paraprofessional possesses and where they
fall on the mastery continuum. They noted that even though many paraprofessionals may have
been district employees for a long time, most enter the special education arena with an entrylevel understanding of classroom and student management (Darch, et al., 2014, p. 36-37). Their
research provided three scenarios that support the importance of understanding the
paraprofessional’s current level of competence before tasks can be delegated and the pitfalls of
assigning too much, too soon without some basic technical educational training.
The article concluded that while paraprofessionals are a vital fixture in special education,
without clear direction, feedback, and an appropriate level of task delegation, they will be
misused or underutilized, and may promote an environment of frustration unless they are
coached in practical teaching techniques.
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Training Materials
This systematic study by Douglas et al., 2019, was a search, review, and evaluation of
various paraprofessional training methods and materials primarily intended for paraeducators
that work with students with developmental disabilities. This study identified and reviewed 26
paraprofessional training materials with research-based learning models that were diverse in
content, focus, and arrangement. All materials and methods that were studied met federal and
professional standards. Their study narrowed down the results to three high-quality materials for
training paraprofessionals (Douglas et al., 2019, p.195).
The authors first identified key characteristics and skills that teachers need to possess
when training paraprofessionals. The teacher training skills endorsed were direct supervision,
observation, mentoring, showing, and placing value on the paraprofessional’s contributions, and
placing paraprofessionals in appropriate roles and responsibilities (Douglas et al., 2019, p.195).
It was not until this study that there had been any comprehensive review of literature that
evaluated paraprofessional training materials and practices. The research team asked two
questions to develop professional guidelines for paraprofessional development: (1) do
paraprofessional training materials align with federal guidelines, and (2) what the key features of
the training materials are (Douglas et al., 2019, p.196).
To identify appropriate training materials, the team created a rubric to identify barriers
that teachers and districts face when it comes to developing skills in paraprofessionals (cost,
focus, material, time commitment, etc.). Based on the rubric outcomes, training materials were
then identified primarily through the Education Resource Information Center (ERIC),
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Google.com, Amazon.com, and The National Resource Center for Paraeducators (Douglas et al.,
2019, p. 198). Based on their search criteria, the authors settled on 26 training resources that
were passed through a second rubric to determine the scope and efficiency of the materials. This
second rubric narrowed the list down to three high-quality training materials.
The conclusions reached by the research team determined that the following resources
were the most cost and time effective, appropriate, and efficient materials currently available; (1)
Paraeducators: Lifelines in the Classroom by Lasater, Johnson, and Fitzgerald, (2006), (2) A
Core Curriculum to Prepare Paraeducators to Work in Inclusive Classrooms Serving Schoolage Children with Disabilities by Pickett, Faison, and Formanek (2007), and (3) A Core
Curriculum to Prepare Paraeducators to Work in Transitional services and supported
Employment Programs again, by Pickett, Faison, and Formanek (2007) (Douglas et al., 2019,
p.204).
Self Determination
There is a growing need to equip students with severe disabilities with the skills to play a
more active and visible role in our communities. The investigation by Carter et al., 2011
addressed this topic as they explored the promotion of self-determination in secondary students
with severe disabilities. The purpose of the study was to first evaluate how paraprofessionals
assess self-determination needs in their students with severe disabilities in seven skill domains
and then determine how paraprofessionals are delivering these skills. Secondly, they sought to
determine to what extent paraprofessional training is available on self-determination (Carter et
al., 2011, p.2).
The participants of the study included 347 paraprofessionals with an average of 9.7 years
of experience of which one-third had college degrees. 177 paraprofessionals worked with
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elementary students and the remaining 167 were in secondary education. The sample consisted
of 40 schools chosen at random in a Midwest state (Carter et al., 2011, p.2,3). Each school
district was provided an electronic research questionnaire to distribute amongst the school
paraprofessionals. The anonymous questionnaire asked paraprofessionals to rate their familiarity
and training level in seven domains associated with self-determination; choice and decision
making, goal setting, problem-solving, self-advocacy, self-regulation, and self-knowledge
(Carter et al., 2011, p. 4).
Their findings revealed that most paraprofessionals (75%) felt that these seven areas were
important skills for their students to master with the most important skill being choice and
decision making (Carter et al., 2011, p. 5). Next, the authors asked how often paraprofessionals
teach self-determination skills and how long they spend on these skills. In this instance, nearly
60% of paraprofessionals reported that they sometimes teach the itemized seven skills while less
than 40% reported that they often taught these skills (Carter et al., 2011, p. 6). In the area of
training paraprofessionals, most indicated that they were somewhat familiar with the concept of
self-determination for students with disabilities but only a few could identify specific training or
professional development specific to self-determination skills (Carter et al., 2011, p. 8).
The research team concluded that paraprofessionals have an essential role to play and that
they can either impede or enhance self-determination. Therefore, schools and educators must
have specific standards for paraprofessionals and teach them the roles and importance that they
play in this critical area of special education (Carter et al., 2011, p. 9).
Function-Based Interventions
The purpose of the study conducted by Walker et al., 2017 was to assess the outcomes of
workshops and training of paraprofessionals for function-based interventions (FBI) and student
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outcomes on behavior with implemented FBI strategies (Walker et al., 2017, p.121). The study
revolved around four research questions: (1) Are paraprofessionals able to implement FBI at an
elevated level, (2) how paraprofessionals perceive the value and importance of implementing
FBI, (3) how paraprofessionals perceive the effectiveness of FBI, and (4) does the
implementation of FBI result in improvement in student outcomes (Walker et al., 2017, p. 115).
This study was conducted in two elementary schools and one middle school. The
classrooms chosen were a general education art class, a special education classroom, and a
general education math classroom. All rooms were staffed with one paraprofessional. FBI
workshops and coaching of the paraprofessionals took place in other locations before, after, and
during school hours (Walker, et al., 2017, p. 15). The panel chose these rooms based on specific
student needs because they were historically “problematic” areas for the students that required
direct paraprofessional support. The students chosen to participate in this study demonstrated
repeated patterns of behavior that interfered with the learning environment and/or were socially
isolated (Walker et al., 2017, p. 116).
The observations were conducted by the research authors once a week during normal
classroom activities and were video recorded to develop FBI and train the paraprofessionals for
students specific to their behaviors. Data that was collected during the observations included
whether the paraprofessional implemented FBI techniques before, during, or after student
behaviors. Other data recorded was the number of behavioral occurrences and type of behavior.
These data points were visualized on a graph to determine changes from the initial baseline in
interventions or latency of change (Walker et al., 2017, p. 117).
After 18 observations of the students and their paraprofessionals, the authors concluded
that there is convincing evidence that training paraprofessionals' FBI strategies on a weekly basis
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led to improved behavior in their students. Furthermore, the paraprofessionals reported that they
found the training and FBI techniques to be effective and valid strategies for reducing behaviors
(Walker et al., 2017, p. 122).
One-on-One Paraprofessionals
In this 2010 article, Michael Giangreco researched the effectiveness of the one-to-one
paraprofessional to challenge the conventional wisdom of this widespread practice to support
students with intellectual disabilities. He suggested that, in his estimation, there is an
overreliance on this practice in special education and established several reasons that supported
his hypothesis (Giangreco 2010, p.1). His research was not intended to diminish the
contributions that paraprofessionals provide to students with intellectual disabilities but rather to
look at more effective ways to utilize their strengths and skills (Giangreco, 2010, p.1).
The first reason Giangreco noted was the lack of national data that supports the
effectiveness of one-to-one paraprofessional practices. Nonetheless, the percentage of one-to-one
paraprofessionals since the 1980s had jumped from 42% to 56% (Giangreco, 2010, p.2).
Furthermore, he noted that there is no basis “for assigning the least qualified, lowest paid, often
inadequately supervised staff, namely paraprofessionals, to provide the bulk of instruction for
students with the most complex learning characteristic” (Giangreco, 2010, p.3). And, while
schools have pursued better training and supervision models for paraprofessionals, provisions for
the one-on-one support staff can become part of the problem. Often, one-on-one support can lead
to unhealthy dependency and interfere with teacher interaction and social development with their
peers (Giangreco, 2010, p.4).
Secondly, the author’s research indicated that there are several detrimental effects on the
student receiving one-to-one support. Some of the detrimental effects listed were things such as
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separation from peers and classmates, development of insular relationships, lack of teacher
contact and interaction, and loss of self-determination (Giangreco, 2010, p.5). One of the more
significant detrimental effects that Giangreco noted was the breakdown in the decision-making
process of the child’s stakeholders. This breakdown can lead to less communication and more
conflict amongst the team members (Giangreco, 2010, p.4).
The author also purported that while training and supervision of paraprofessionals are
standard practices, far too often they are inconsistently implemented or not implemented at all
(Giangreco, 2010, p.7). The author also noted that paraprofessionals are meant to supplement
and support the student and not provide primary instruction and that students with disabilities
need support from an array of people invested in the educational process. Moreover,
paraprofessionals should be assigned a range of responsibilities and not spend the greater part of
their day confined to one task such as clerical work, organizing, and personal care. By engaging
in non-student-related tasks the paraprofessional can free up time for teachers to work directly
with students. It also helps defend against potential employee burn-out (Giangreco, 2010, p.7).
The author concluded that while the one-on-one paraprofessional is a legitimate practice,
it should be used with caution and that IEP teams would do well to explore all alternatives before
assigning one-to-one support. Lastly, the author reminded the reader that this article was not
intended as a call for a reduction in services but as an encouragement for educators to find better
ways for supporting students (Giangreco, 2010, p.9).
Policy, Preparation, and Practice
Both the federal government and state governments have policies and standards when it
comes to the training and supervision of paraprofessionals. Unfortunately, many of these
standards and policies are not incorporated by school districts (Massafra et al., 2020). The
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authors of this article sought to summarize federal and state policies for training
paraprofessionals and provided recommendations for “policy, practice, and future research to
ensure the preparation of paraprofessionals and ultimately, the success of special education
students” and direct attention to the increased roles of paraprofessionals and bring awareness to
the lack of professional training available on this subject (Massafra et al., 2020, p.164).
The roles and responsibilities of paraprofessionals have increased over the past 20 years
and these days, paraprofessionals take a more prominent role in instructional and program duties.
However, while the responsibilities of paraprofessionals have increased, the data shows that
paraprofessional training and supervision have not kept pace with their expected responsibilities
(Massafra et al., 2020). Research shows that many paraprofessionals feel unprepared for their
classroom obligations. Additionally, they also feel untrained to implement the responsibilities
they are asked to perform (Massafra et al., 2020). The authors described that these elements of
untrained paraprofessionals, coupled with more responsibilities, will only have negative
implications.
ESSA, (2015) indicated that schools receiving Title I funding are required to identify
paraprofessional standards and provide training that complies with those standards. Furthermore,
according to the Paraeducators Common Core Guidelines (PCCG), paraprofessionals are
required to have an “active knowledge and ability” to perform six standard skills (Massafra et al.,
2020, p.167). These six skills are (1) learner development and learning difference, (2) the
learner's environment, (3) curriculum and content knowledge, (4) instructional planning and
strategies, (5) professional and ethical practices, and (6) collaboration (Massafra et al., 2020).
However, despite these standards, the authors noted that materials are absent on how to train,
prepare, and support special education paraprofessionals (Massafra et al., 2020).
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In conclusion, the writers of this article found that there is a disparity between policy
standards versus actual practices when it comes to the training of paraprofessionals. Secondly,
the authors brought attention to the lack of consensus and guidelines on how to prepare
paraprofessionals to support students with disabilities (Massafra et al., 2020).
Asking the Wrong Questions
The 2012 research done by Giangreco, Doyle, & Suter, addressed the “socially
constructed myths” and criteria used to determine which students need a paraprofessional and
how decision-making processes are justified by staff and administration. Recent data supports
the fact that all too often, the most common first response to addressing special education needs
is to hire more paraprofessionals but that the expansion in hiring paraprofessionals has led to the
increase in their dependency despite the absence of compelling evidence that could justify this
practice (Giangreco et al., 2012).
The authors frequently referred to a large scale 2010 study in the United Kingdom that
showed while teachers perceived more paraprofessionals as positive, many students and parents
did not share the same reaction, and in fact, found that more staff was often a detriment to the
learning process and educational experience (Giangreco et al., 2012). Notably, the reason for the
negative perception from parents was that their special education students were spending less
time with the teacher and more time with under-qualified or untrained paraprofessionals. The
authors did not challenge the need for or use of paraprofessionals but looked to data that supports
their healthy and proper use. The authors also found that the improper use of or over-reliance on
the paraprofessional will instigate a disruption of established models of service delivery
(Giangreco et al., 2012).

18
The authors of this article described how there are often predetermined biases about what
“types” of students need paraprofessional support without a legitimate evaluation. They also
noted how these stereotypes are typically socially constructed and not based on evidence or
advocacy from other sources such as parents, school psychologists, or related services
(Giangreco et al., 2012). While there are characteristics that may necessitate paraprofessional
support, there still needs to be an eye on “least restrictive environments” (LRE).
The authors recognized that teachers of special education certainly need paraprofessional
support in their classrooms and that students are entitled to that support. However, the use of
support should be viewed through the lens of LRE, the student’s goals and objectives, and the
paraprofessional’s qualifications and strengths. To this end, they encouraged schools to develop
some guiding principles that will determine paraprofessional needs and usage and suggested
eight criteria to consider when assigning paraprofessional support to students. Highlighted
examples of the criteria suggested included (1) is the support relevant to the student’s needs, (2)
are there less restrictive supports to address the specific need, (3) is the paraprofessional trained
to address the need, and (4) how will the paraprofessional contribution be measured (Giangreco
et al., 2012).
In conclusion, the authors emphasized that teams and school districts should have a
determined framework for the hiring, training, and usage of paraprofessionals. They need to be
placed in roles that strengthen and benefit the student, serve specific needs, are trained to deliver
those needs, are properly supervised, and not asked to take on roles they are not suited for
(Giangreco et al., 2012). Failure to enforce these criteria can not only be educationally
problematic but it may be a violation of the free and appropriate public education (FAPE)
provision of IDEA (Giangreco et al., 2012).
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Turnover and Retention
A 2007 article by Gail Ghere and Jennifer York-Barr investigated the problem of
turnover with paraprofessionals and how schools can develop strategies to promote
paraprofessional retention. The study group comprised 53 employees from six schools in three
upper-Midwest school districts and focused on what strategies might promote employment
longevity for paraprofessionals. The impetus for the study was the incurred cost of
paraprofessional turnover versus the cost of providing incentives for retaining paraprofessionals
both financially and time committed. The authors also focused on strategies that could enhance
the process of placing paraprofessional candidates in environments of strength and ability early
in the employment process, primarily through the candidate’s interview process, as well as
developing team cultures where paraprofessionals felt valued (Ghere & York-Barr, 2007).
The primary issue the authors addressed was the “revolving door” with paraprofessionals
in public education. The need for paraprofessionals has grown over the past decades but the
ability and strategies to attract, train, and retain these valued educational components have not
kept pace with the need (Ghere & York-Barr, 2007). Secondly, the authors highlighted the fact
that due to the current size of the paraprofessional workforce in the United States, the cost and
consequence of turnover for school districts can be enormous, specifically where
paraprofessionals are supporting students with disabilities (Ghere & York-Barr, 2007). Finally,
the authors investigated the impact of turnover on schools, teams, and students and researched
what they can do to retain quality paraprofessionals (Ghere & York-Barr, 2007).
As previously mentioned, the cost of paraprofessional turnover can be enormous for
districts not only in financial terms but in relationships, programming, and team dynamics
(Ghere & York-Barr, 2007). This study found that there is wide variation in the time invested in
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hiring and the average investment by administrators was nearly 40 hours per candidate before
they stepped foot into a classroom. The authors provided the following chart which depicts the
time investment of the subject study group that was incurred per paraprofessional hire. (Ghere &
York-Barr, 2007).

Furthermore, the authors of this article described the impact that paraprofessional
turnover has on programming, students, and staff. The impact on programming revealed that
when coverage for students is disrupted, there is a recession of skills in students not to mention
the fractured relationship and deviation from routine. The main impact on district staff members
was primarily the time commitment and the resources spent developing and training
paraprofessionals only to have them leave in a short time (Ghere & York-Barr, 2007).
In their investigation, the primary reason the authors found regarding paraprofessional
turnover was that employees reported low wages offered for a challenging and demanding job
that was not accurately defined or explained early in the hiring process and received little support
after being hired (Ghere & York-Barr, 2007). Most paraprofessionals interviewed felt that they
were not provided with an honest description of what their responsibilities would entail or an
accurate description of the environment they were stepping into (Ghere & York-Barr, 2007).
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Other reasons noted included normal life events (college, childbirth, moving, etc.), job transfers
to other buildings or departments, and/or friction within the special education department and the
IEP team (Ghere & York-Barr, 2007).
In conclusion, the authors emphasized that the current rate of paraprofessional turnover in
public education is too great to be ignored and that school districts need to focus on effective
recruitment through honesty in the interview process, precise job descriptions, wellcommunicated expectations, and specifically defined roles and responsibilities that will be
required of the paraprofessional (Ghere & York-Barr, 2007).
Paraprofessional Appreciation
This 2001 article by Giangreco et al. addressed the importance of showing
acknowledgment and appreciation for paraprofessionals who support students with disabilities.
To demonstrate this acknowledgment, the authors suggested six themes that teachers and schools
can enact to recognize the valuable contributions of paraprofessionals. The themes identified
were (a) non-monetary signs and symbols of appreciation, (b) financial compensation, (c)
assignment of important responsibilities, (d) non-instructional responsibilities, (e) attentive
listening, and (f) orientation and support (Giangreco et al, 2001).
Paraprofessionals play a key role in education, specifically those who support students
with disabilities, and retaining these essential team members is critical to providing exceptional
services. Yet, as the authors noted, most of the academic research about paraprofessionals
focused on training and role clarification with little attention given to how schools and districts
can show appreciation for paraprofessionals and their often-overlooked contributions (Giangreco
et al, 2001).
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This study collected data from 103 education professionals that included 41 teachers, 10
administrators, and 52 paraprofessionals from four different schools. Data was collected
primarily through interviews ranging in length between 35 to 120 minutes. The interview guide
was developed from the scholarly literature of paraprofessionals who work in the general
education classroom with students with disabilities with questions focusing on how they
perceived their work and efforts were acknowledged, their satisfaction with training, what they
believed to be their roles and responsibilities, and their relationships with students and staff
(Giangreco et al, 2001). Outside of interviews, the authors conducted a total of 51 hours of
observation in all aspects of traditional school environments (communal areas, gymnasium,
classrooms, hallway transition, etc.) and field notes were taken to record data (Giangreco et al.,
2001).
According to the data, the authors noted that the most appreciated nonmonetary signs of
paraprofessional acknowledgment were receiving positive and appreciative comments from
teachers and administrators with the most meaningful being in written form. The second most
appreciated form of recognition was hourly wage increases and benefits, and the third was proper
training to execute their duties while being placed in positions that they were suited for
(Giangreco et al., 2001).
There was a common refrain from paraprofessionals that they felt undervalued despite
the higher expectations and responsibilities placed on them. There was also a majority that
reported that they were merely relegated to menial tasks such as bulletin boards or making copies
(Giangreco et al., 2001). Other concerns itemized were that paraprofessionals felt like they were
not listened to or involved in team decision-making planning and processes and that they were
often thrown into positions that they were not trained for. Another factor for paraprofessional
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dissatisfaction was that there was inconsistency in expectations between different service
providers and personnel. For example, if a paraprofessional is expected to support a student in
algebra, the paraprofessional should have reasonable knowledge of algebra and how to
implement the material (Giangreco et al., 2001).
The study concluded that paraprofessionals need to be placed in appropriate roles that
they are suited for, properly trained for those responsibilities, compensated accordingly, and
receive tangible appreciation regularly (Giangreco et al., 2001).
Roles, Responsibilities, and Concerns
Mary Fisher & Stacia Pleasants published the results of a 2012 survey that obtained
descriptive information about the perceptions of paraprofessionals supporting students with
disabilities regarding their roles, perceived responsibilities, and other issues surrounding their job
description and performance (Fisher & Pleasants, 2012). Like most research in this area, they
revealed that paraprofessionals feel that while their responsibilities have increased, they often
feel undervalued, untrained, and uncompensated for what is demanded of them. The authors,
quoting a study from 2008, stated that job satisfaction among paraprofessionals was relatively
low and felt they were amongst the lowest in the political-educational hierarchy (Fisher &
Pleasants, 2012). While the issue of low salaries was addressed, the researchers found this to be
the least substantial concern alongside other factors in their work environment.
The method of data collection was conducted among districts in a midwestern state and
was anonymous without question of race or gender. The invited participants for the survey
consisted of 8,161 special education teachers and paraprofessionals with 1,867 surveys returned
to the researchers (Fisher & Pleasants, 2012). 85% of the respondents reported working with
students with multiple disabilities while 5% reported working in the general education setting
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supporting students with or without disabilities. The following Table demonstrates the perceived
extent of their specific roles and was asked to rate their current roles and responsibilities as
primary, secondary, rare, not applicable, and if they felt the role was appropriate.
The second aspect of the survey asked participants to consider specific
issues and rate the level of concern as major, minor, or not a concern. Table 2
demonstrates their responses. As we can see, most of the concern amongst the
participants was the belief that paraprofessionals felt they were unappreciated and
that their efforts were not valued. Other concerns included exclusion from
decision-making processes
and not having a voice in the IEP team
(Fisher & Pleasants, 2012).
The findings of this study affirmed
the notion that the roles of
paraprofessionals need to be carefully
considered by administration and teachers.
Secondly, it was demonstrated that these
issues span across the paraprofessional
landscape from the general education
setting down to the one-on-one
paraprofessional in self-contained settings (Fisher & Pleasants, 2012). Furthermore, this study
recognized that administrators and teachers would benefit from developing and implementing
procedures that affirm paraeducators and keep them included in programming decisions
consistently.
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Recruitment, Retention, and Development
This research team investigated special education staff to understand the needs of rural
special educators (Berry et al., 2011). Using surveys and interviews, the research team sampled
rural school administrators and teachers to determine how they recruit, retain, and develop
special education staff. Specifically, the authors identified six key areas of consideration that
rural districts face when it comes to the retention and development of special education staff.
These six areas include, (1) working with parents and paraprofessionals, (2) the scale and breadth
of disabilities, (3) emotional and behavioral issues, (4) classroom management, (5) collaboration
and professional practices, and (6) curriculum and content (Berry et al., 2011).
Much of the research surrounding special education in the United States reveals a
shortage in special education staff and it is particularly short in rural areas (Berry et al., 2011).
While these shortages exist in all areas of special education, the data shows that the greatest
shortages are among staff that are willing to work with students with severe disabilities,
behavioral and emotional concerns, and those with significant cognitive impairments (Berry et
al., 2011). The research team found that the consequences of these shortages often result in
districts placing inadequately experienced and improperly certified staff in these critical
positions and that this practice led to job dissatisfaction and subsequently, staff leaving the
district (Berry et al., 2011).
The method used by the research team was to phone interview rural administrators which
followed up with written surveys. The surveys addressed two main research areas: recruitment,
retention, and professional development. Regarding recruitment, the survey inquired about
current district practices implored to fill special education vacancies. This question was followed
up by asking if there were current positions filled with underqualified or non-certified staff. The
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questions surrounding retention asked the participants to suggest two main reasons why they felt
special education staff left the district and if they felt that they were asked to perform services to
students that they were not qualified or adequately trained (Berry et al., 2011). Lastly, the survey
sought insight regarding professional development and training opportunities that the district
provided, how well they were attended, and if they felt the training sessions were helpful,
effective, and relevant (Berry et al., 2011).
The literature provided several recurrent findings on the recruitment, retention, and
training of special education staff in the rural setting. Results of the administrator survey and
interviews revealed that over 51% felt that there was moderate to extreme difficulty filling
special education vacancies (Berry et al., 2011). Moreover, 50% of the administrators reported
that they have placed staff in positions who do not possess the necessary qualifications for the
role (Berry et al., 2011). Additionally, 72% of administrators reported a moderate to severe
difficulty in retaining special education staff. In summary, the literature provided several
recurrent findings on the recruitment, retention, and training of special education staff in the rural
setting. Of the special education staff sampled, 42% reported that they would likely leave their
position within 5 years. Reasons identified for leaving included (a) retirement - 27%, (b) burnout
- 24%, (c) desire to change age or disability group - 13%, and (d) dissatisfaction with issues such
as salary and benefits with regards to their expected responsibilities - 6% (Berry et al., 2011).
In conclusion, the research team underscored that the shortages of special education staff
will only continue to increase if districts cannot find ways to attract and retain staff if they do not
address the importance of developing practices that address this problem (Berry et al., 2011).
Special educators need the support, tools, and training to provide services to students with
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disabilities and if they feel that they are not receiving this support, rural districts will remain at
risk of losing staff in greater numbers (Berry et al., 2011).

Teachers Training Paraprofessionals
A growing body of research indicates that students with severe disabilities have fewer
opportunities to interact with their peers in the general education setting. Yet, other welldeveloped studies indicate that when well-planned supports are in place, both social interaction
and academic skills improve (Brock & Carter, 2016). In an earlier study by the same authors,
they found that paraprofessionals who had received one-on-one mentoring and professional
development training from cooperating teachers felt more confident implementing strategies that
encouraged peer interaction (Brock & Carter, 2013).
This research team sought to identify strategies teachers can implement to train
paraprofessionals that maintain and increase social interaction between students with severe
disabilities and their general education peers while maintaining academic engagement. In this
study, four middle school special education teachers were trained to support four
paraprofessionals to deliver peer support arrangements to students with significant disabilities to
determine best practices that promote peer engagement (Brock & Carter, 2016). The
paraprofessionals were then given opportunities to support students with significant disabilities
and implement the learned strategies with four students with disabilities who were then paired
with a general education student (Brock & Carter, 2016). These opportunities were delivered in a
variety of school settings.
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The training method utilized for the teachers was to first explain the rationale for the
arrangements, secondly, to outline the steps associated with the arrangements, and third, to
provide specific examples of how to facilitate peer interactions (Brock & Carter, 2016). After the
initial training session, paraprofessionals were introduced to their cooperating students to discuss
the desired outcomes for the arrangement and how to go about achieving those goals. Video
models depicting effective interactions were also available to the student/paraprofessional team.
Once the materials were discussed, the paraprofessionals and students were allowed to practice
and role-play the learned techniques. After the training was completed, the cooperating students
and paraprofessionals were deemed ready to implement the learned strategies in real-time (Brock
& Carter, 2016).
To determine the effectiveness of the teacher training, two rubrics were developed; the
first was a self-monitoring checklist for both the paraprofessional and the teacher. The second
was a classroom observation checklist for the research team. Results of the checklists and
observations were charted to identify areas of improvement or regression (Brock & Carter,
2016). Coaching sessions and feedback between the paraprofessionals, students, and teachers
were to continue through a 60-day observation period. To the author's surprise, the continued
training and regular feedback by teachers did not reveal any meaningful increase in student peer
interactions. However, they did admit that there are several factors that can influence the results
such as training and delivery styles, communication styles, and/or inconsistencies with daily
personnel and environment (Brock & Carter, 2016).
In conclusion, the authors found that while special education teachers can provide quality
training and support to paraprofessionals when it comes to increasing peer interaction with
students with severe disabilities, more research would need to be done to find better practices.
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Yet, effective training of paraprofessionals needs to be a higher priority in both teacher and
paraprofessional training (Brock & Carter, 2016).
Paraprofessional Education Practices for Students with IDD
Most of the research indicates that the relationship between paraprofessionals and
students with severe intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD) is complex. In this 2013
literature review study by Matthew E. Brock & Eric W. Carter, the authors investigated two
primary questions: (1) To what extent have paraprofessional educational practices been shown to
improve outcomes for students with IDD and, (2) what developmental strategies are available to
promote paraprofessional fidelity (Brock & Carter, 2013).
The authors noted 2012 research indicating that paraprofessionals currently outnumber
special education teachers (DOE, 2012), and even though IDEA requires that “paraprofessionals
be appropriately trained and supervised” there is a lack of consensus on what this looks like
leading to paraprofessionals belong placed in roles and responsibilities that are inappropriate and
often doing more harm than good (Brock & Carter, 2013). Secondly, the authors noted that more
often, paraprofessionals are becoming the primary instrument of curriculum delivery to students
with IDD (Brock & Carter, 2013). Other research highlighted was the question of, do
paraprofessionals that deliver primary instruction improve outcomes for students with IDD, and
lastly, to what degree do paraprofessionals obtain adequate training to assume their roles (Brock
& Carter, 2013). The purpose of this study was to identify supports for paraprofessionals that
provide services to students with IDD, to define practices that improve outcomes, and to
determine strategies that are available for paraprofessional development that would promote
fidelity (Brock & Carter, 2013).
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To collect their data, the authors searched PsycInfo and ERIC databases. These keyword
searches initially yielded 348 initial articles published between 1990 and 2013. After reviewing
the articles, the authors condensed the collection down to the 13 most relevant studies (Brock &
Carter, 2013). These studies were then coded by key features such as age, experience, level of
education, and primary disability focus (Brock & Carter, 2013). Across the 13 relevant studies,
40 paraprofessionals were found to have delivered primary support to students with IDD. Ages
ranged from 19 and 59 years old with an average professional experience of 6 years, none with
education higher than a bachelor's degree (Brock & Carter, 2013).
The authors recognized that paraprofessionals are meant to be used as a supplement to
instruction and that the primary decision-maker should be a highly qualified teacher. However,
they did identify three themes from their research that define how paraprofessionals can support
students with IDD. First, they found that paraprofessionals are capable of handling evidencebased practices that improve outcomes for students with IDD (Brock & Carter, 2013). Secondly,
paraprofessionals with diverse levels of experience and education are also able to improve
outcomes for students with IDD, and third, professional development materials are available that
clearly define strategies for improving outcomes for students with IDD (Brock & Carter, 2013).
In conclusion, while there is still concern around the use of paraprofessionals with
students with IDD, they found that there is evidence to support that there are enough resources
and training materials available to paraprofessionals to improve outcomes for students with IDD
(Brock & Carter, 2013). However, their research also revealed how little is known about how to
prepare these paraprofessionals to work with students with IDD (Brock & Carter, 2013).
Relationship Between Paraprofessional and Teacher
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In 2016, the research team of Elizabeth Biggs et al. researched the influence that quality
relationships between paraprofessionals and special educators have on learners. Through their
interviews with 92 teachers and 89 paraprofessionals that comprised nine different teams, they
examined their perspectives on how quality relationships impacted meeting the needs of students
with disabilities (Biggs et al., 2016). From the interviews, teachers and paraprofessionals were
able to identify five themes of influence on the quality of their relationships: (1) teacher
influence, (2) paraprofessional influence, (3) shared influences, (4) administrative influences,
and (5) underlying influences (Biggs et al., 2016).
In this study, the authors referenced the importance of collaboration and developing
effective professional relationships to enhance the student's educational experience, specifically
those students who have higher support needs (Biggs et al., 2016). I quote: “[T]he most desired
outcomes for students with severe disabilities are far more likely to be realized when educators
work together effectively” (Biggs et al., 2016, p.256). Despite the emphasis on positive
teacher/paraprofessional relationships, there is not much data available that addresses ways to
strengthen those relationships. Rather, as the authors noted, most attention is typically focused on
avoiding inappropriate relationships rather than strengthening positive relationships (Biggs et al.,
2016).
To create this study, the authors recruited 92 teachers and 89 paraprofessionals from three
public school districts serving urban, suburban, and rural communities. These schools were
ethnically diverse with enrollment figures ranging between 30,000 to 82,000 (Biggs et al., 2016).
To develop their data, participants were first interviewed followed by a brief questionnaire. The
questionnaire asked the participants to describe their experiences with defining professional roles
and responsibilities and their experience with professional training, either given or received, that
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addressed areas of instruction in one-on-one support, social skills, personal care, selfdetermination, and curriculum delivery (Biggs et al., 2016). Once the data was collected, two
doctoral students independently coded both the verbal interview responses and the questionnaire
data. After the data had been coded, they met to discuss patterns and themes from the responses
(Biggs et al., 2016).
As earlier reported, the findings of this study highlighted five influences that affected
quality relationships: the first being the teacher mindset. Skills described for teachers were being
open-minded, flexible, confident, respectful, and appreciative of the role of paraprofessionals
(Biggs et al., 2016). Secondly, the primary skills of paraprofessionals that impacted relationships
were cooperation, motivation, student-centeredness, and having a positive attitude (Biggs et al.,
2016). Items identified in the third area of shared influences revealed the value that stakeholders
placed on communication, trust, and openness (Biggs et al., 2016). Fourthly, teachers and
paraprofessionals needed to feel valued and supported by the administration by being
approachable and able to listen to the needs and challenges of working with students with
disabilities. Lastly, teachers and paraprofessionals “discussed the influence of circumstances
beyond their control” (Biggs et al., 2016, p.268) as an underlying influence on relationships.
Other underlying influences revealed were the existence of the hierarchy between teachers and
paraprofessionals as well as differences in guiding beliefs about priorities i.e., more grace or
more discipline with students (Biggs et al., 2016).
The implications of this study reveal that while positive relationships are reciprocal for
all parties, teachers are the leaders of the classroom and need to contemplate their charge and
take seriously the importance of cooperative relationships with paraprofessionals (Biggs et al.,
2016). And, while some influences will be out of their control, there are ways in which they can
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strengthen relationships with paraprofessionals through an attitude of openness, clear
communication, focusing on strengths, and making efforts to show that paraprofessionals are
appreciated and valued (Biggs et al., 2016).

Training Needs for Paraprofessionals
In this 2009 study, Eric Carter et al. interviewed 313 paraprofessionals to determine what
they believed their training needs were based on their assigned roles and job responsibilities.
Participating in this study were 313 paraprofessionals across 77 schools in multiple settings
covering age groups from 1st grade to 12th grade (Carter et al., 2009). Specifically, the authors
investigated the paraprofessional’s current knowledge of their roles in five areas: (1) the context
in which they support their students, (2) knowledge of their competency to perform their
responsibilities, (3) the tasks they perform most frequently, (4) their perceived ability to perform
their tasks, and (5) their perceived needs for specific training (Carter et al., 2009).
Legislation in the past decade (IDEA, 2004; NCLB 2001; CESE, 2002, etc.) has been
enacted to improve outcomes for students in public education and more specifically, for students
with disabilities (Carter et al., 2009). One consequence of these laws has been that schools are
placing more reliance and responsibilities on paraprofessionals to provide direct services to
students (Carter et al., 2009). However, there is a growing body of research revealing many
paraprofessionals feel undertrained for their assignments, unsupported by staff, under supervised,
and/or unappreciated when desired outcomes are not met (Brock & Carter, 2016). Thus, for
student benchmarks and goals to be attained, appropriate and specific training for
paraprofessionals must keep pace with their assigned duties (Carter et al., 2009).
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Paraprofessionals were provided with a four-page questionnaire developed to ascertain a
variety of information in three sections: (1) demographics and job description, (2) knowledge of
educational standards, and (3) job-related responsibilities. Under the demographics section,
paraprofessionals were asked specific questions about their gender, years of experience, type of
student or disability they worked with, school setting, and typical instructional format as defined
in Table 1 (Carter et al., 2009). In the knowledge-based section of the questionnaire,
paraprofessionals answered 15 questions regarding their experience with and knowledge of
educational standards. These questions referenced differential learning types, ethics,
development of learners, collaboration, etc. (Carter et al., 2009). Finally, in the job-related
portion, paraprofessionals were asked to select or best match their responsibilities from a list of
25 job-related tasks. These tasks included items such as behavioral management, clerical work,
providing instruction, grading papers, and so on as defined in Table 3 (Carter et al., 2009).
Furthermore, this third portion of the questionnaire measured the paraprofessional's perceived
level of job preparation and their perceived level of training (Carter et al., 2009).
From the data, the researchers were able to determine four primary characteristics of
paraprofessionals that will help districts understand the kind of training and support
paraprofessionals will need to competently perform their roles and responsibilities. First, they
found that paraprofessionals are stretched across a broad range of student needs in diverse
settings in multiple environments (Carter et al., 2009). Secondly, if paraprofessionals are going
to continue to be more relied upon, they will need sufficient knowledge about and experience
with a variety of subjects and settings (Carter et al., 2009). Third, they learned that most
paraprofessionals perform over 25 different tasks in a school week, and lastly, they determined
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that there is much crossover between roles and responsibilities regardless of the student age
group (Carter et al., 2009).

In conclusion, the authors continued to emphasize the need for effective training of
paraprofessionals. Recent studies and research have shown that because paraprofessionals
historically have been low-paying jobs with little opportunity for advancement, there are higher
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rates of turnover (Carter et al., 2009). However, there are tools and strategies that districts can
implement to reduce turnover and retain quality paraprofessionals. Just as well-defined job
expectations are communicated, proper supervision and supports are in place, and tangible
appreciation for paraprofessionals are priorities, focused and meaningful training needs to be as
well (Carter et al., 2009).

Preparing Special Education Teachers to Work with Paraprofessionals
It is well documented that paraprofessionals play more prominent roles in special
education and that teachers are relying more heavily on their contributions. With these increased
roles and responsibilities, teachers must also increase their supervision and support of
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paraprofessionals (Biggs et al, 2019). In this study, the researchers sought to identify what traits
paraprofessionals and teachers considered important to work effectively together and how to
equip these educators to develop models of supervision and support (Biggs et al, 2019). In this
study, the authors interviewed 22 teachers and paraprofessionals across nine educational teams
that work exclusively alongside students with significant disabilities. Participants in the study
identified three areas that they considered integral parts of creating balanced relationships that
promoted collaboration; knowledge of each other’s responsibilities, skills necessary to perform
their responsibilities, and having a favorable disposition towards each other (Biggs et al, 2019).
Paraprofessionals are required to be supervised by a licensed educator (IDEA 2004) and
these days, most special education teachers in the United States are responsible for supervising at
least one paraprofessional (Biggs et al, 2019). However, even though these educators are
required to supervise, research shows that many teachers feel like they lack the knowledge or
understanding of what supervision entails or what it is supposed to look like (Biggs et al, 2019).
In these studies, teachers reported that the language in IDEA regarding supervision is vague and
ambiguous with no specific guidelines. Similarly, paraprofessionals reported that they were
unable to define what supervision meant or how they were supervised (Biggs et al, 2019). This
prior data led the authors to investigate what teacher competencies are important to work
effectively with paraprofessionals and, how can teachers be trained and supported to work with
paraprofessionals (Biggs et al, 2019).
The authors of this research invited teachers and paraprofessionals from three different
districts located in urban, suburban, and rural areas. Of the invitations sent, 22 educators (9
teachers and 13 paraprofessionals) responded to participate in the study. Data points were
obtained through interviews and questionnaires specific to their role. In the interviews and
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questionnaire, participants were asked to define their understanding of their relationship with
each other, their understanding of their roles and responsibilities, the benefits, and challenges
they experience, and any ideas to promote more effective services (Biggs et al, 2019). Other
topics addressed included how each educator felt about their preparation to be in their role, how
much they felt prepared to perform their duties, support and training they felt were important,
and important skills necessary to work together (Biggs et al, 2019).
Once the data was collected, the research team worked in three phases to determine the
validity of the data. The first phase was to independently verify that the questions and data
collection were consistent among the authors (Biggs et al, 2019). The second phase included
coding and charting to identify shared themes amongst the participants. Lastly, the research team
employed strategies to reduce any bias that may be present in the recorded data (Biggs et al,
2019).
What the researchers found was that rather than identifying specific competencies
teachers and paraprofessionals need, they recommended that both groups of educators need to
have competence in all areas of their responsibilities (Biggs et al, 2019). Teachers need to be
able to communicate the expectations of their paraprofessionals and paraprofessionals need to
feel free to ask questions when those expectations are not understood (Biggs et al, 2019).
Secondly, they determined that supervision can simply mean frequent check-in and observation
of paraprofessionals as they perform their assigned duties. To meet these objectives, districts
need to offer programming and training before teachers and paraprofessionals work with each
other and with students with disabilities (Biggs et al, 2019). In summary, they determined that
district leaders and buildings need to make sure that there is knowledge of expectations, training
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to provide the skills necessary to meet the expectations, and an understanding of each other's
dispositions to facilitate healthy relationships amongst all stakeholders (Biggs et al, 2019).
Perception of Paraprofessional Roles and Responsibilities
This 2021 study by Rose A. Mason et al, reviewed data written about the perceived roles
and responsibilities of paraprofessionals and what kind of training is available to them. Much
like previous research, they found that there is ambiguity, inconsistency, and a lack of agreement
as to how to train and maintain paraprofessionals (Mason et al., 2021). For this study, the
researchers created four focus groups (FGs) of special education teachers and paraprofessionals
to identify the needs and expectations of their specific responsibilities and what kind of training
would they need to meet those responsibilities (Mason et al., 2021).
The participants of the FGs were special education teachers and paraprofessionals from
12 urban Midwest elementary schools. To qualify for the study, teachers needed to be in their job
for at least one year and supervise at least one paraprofessional. Paraprofessionals needed to
have held their position for at least one year and have 20 hours of training per school year
(Mason et al., 2021). The research questions that they sought to answer were, (1) What are the
responsibilities and educational needs of paraprofessionals, (2) what factors impact those needs,
(3) what the training needs for teachers are as they relate to supervising and working with
paraprofessionals, and (4) what factors demonstrate support or impede the
paraprofessionals/teacher relationship (Mason et al., 2021).
The results of the FGs unveiled four major themes. One major refrain of
paraprofessionals was job clarification and that they believed their job descriptions did not match
what they did, and that teachers and administrators were not honest about the environment they
were walking into. “I think they need to be clear about what our role is because . . . when you
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work with kids with severe disabilities, you’re going to get hit. You signed up to be a punching
bag” (Mason et al., 2021, p.102). The second theme of all FGs revolved around team building
and conflict resolution between the two. Teachers reported that they did not know what level of
authority they had in the classroom and often felt that paraprofessionals took advantage of that.
Paraprofessionals, on the other hand, felt like their efforts were not respected and that “staff
think we’re lower-class citizens” (Mason et al., 2021, p.105). Thirdly, the FGs felt that they
received little to no training for what they were expected to do and were “thrown into situations”
(Mason et al., 2021, p106) without any prior knowledge of the students or the subject matter.
Included in the training theme, teachers lamented the lack of training materials or professional
development tools available to help paraprofessionals. Fourth, the FGs discussed general
classroom management. These items included how to handle negative behaviors, curriculum, and
instructional strategies (Mason et al., 2021).
In conclusion, the researchers found that the lack of clear expectations and ambiguous job
descriptions may be the “primary barrier to the development of effective training” (Mason et al.,
2021, p.110). A second key finding was the need for specific paraprofessional training tailored to
their working environments as opposed to general training for all paraprofessionals (Mason et
al., 2021).
Improving Socialization with Students with ASD
A growing body of research has indicated that it is important for paraprofessionals to be
present during unstructured times of the school day such as lunch and recess. In this 2014 study
by Robert L. Kogel, et al., they sought to identify how paraprofessionals could improve
socialization skills between students on the spectrum (ASD) and their typical peers and what
kind of interventions could enhance social development (Koegel, et al., 2014).
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This study referenced much of the literature that already supports the need for more
specific paraprofessional training (Giangreco et al., 2010, Mason et al., 2021) and that when
paraprofessionals are not trained, there is a tendency to work “too closely” with their students
preventing opportunities for social interaction with peers (Koegel, et al., 2014). Thus, the authors
of this study desired to investigate the answers to three research questions. First, can
paraprofessionals be trained to implement social interventions for students with ASD in highinterest areas with appropriate paraprofessional/student proximity with their peers; second, will
this training improve socialization between the students with ASD and their peers in a group
setting; and three, with paraprofessionals training, will social initiations by the students with
ASD improve (Koegel, et al., 2014)?
The method used by the researchers was to select paraprofessionals with diverse
backgrounds who were not trained in evidence-based interventions, were employed full-time,
nominated by their administrator, and assigned a student who was deemed to lack appropriate
social skills for their age (Koegel, et al., 2014). The first participant was a Caucasian female with
five years of paraprofessional experience who worked with an 8-year-old Iranian female. The
second participant was a Hispanic female with 19 years of experience who worked with a 9-yearold Hispanic male and the third participant was a Caucasian female with 7 years of experience
who worked with a 10-year-old male (Koegel, et al., 2014). Observations were conducted during
the student's lunch-recess period by advanced graduate students throughout 30 intervals.
Baselines were determined by observation of three measures; (1) physical proximity of
the paraprofessional/student, (2) cooperative arrangement of the game or activity they were
involved in, and (3) use of child-preferred interests (Koegel, et al., 2014). Once baselines were
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determined the paraprofessionals were trained in a workshop on improving socialization skills
with students with ASD.
After the workshop, two of the paraprofessionals were able to meet fidelity with the
learned skills while one needed a follow-up session to meet fidelity (Koegel, et al., 2014). The
paraprofessionals were then assigned over 13 sessions with the student to implement what they
were taught at the workshop. Student outcomes showed little change in their social habits with
minimal gains in initiating peer contact, yet all outperformed their baseline scores (Koegel, et al.,
2014).
In conclusion, the data showed that paraprofessionals can be taught to improve the
socialization of students with ASD when specifically trained. And, while there were limitations
to the study, the data also showed that paraprofessionals learn rapidly and gave higher ratings of
job satisfaction after specialized training (Koegel, et al., 2014).
Self-Monitoring
As previous literature has confirmed, finding, and implementing paraprofessional training
materials is challenging. In this 2019 study by Howard P. Wills et al., the researchers examined
the effects of self-monitoring on paraprofessionals’ use of praise on students with EBD (Willis,
et al., 2019). It is well documented in school-wide positive behavior interventions that praise,
whether verbal or non-verbal, has an association with increased positive behavior and a reduction
in negative behavior (Willis, et al., 2019). However, the researchers noted that the use of praise
in the educational setting is relatively low, specifically in the EBD classroom. Furthermore, the
praise rates from teacher to paraprofessional are equally as low (Willis, et al., 2019). However,
there is a growing body of research indicating that when more positive behavior intervention
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plans (BIP) are developed along with behavior-specific praise (BSP), praise rates have increased
from both teachers to paraprofessionals and paraprofessionals to students (Willis, et al., 2019).
This study sought to determine with training if self-monitoring paraprofessionals would
lead to an increase in praise and BSP and if an increase would (a) decrease paraprofessional
reprimands and (b) change student engagement and lessen negative behavior (Willis, et al.,
2019). The setting for the research was two classrooms in a midwestern, urban, public
elementary school K-5. Of the 388 students, 94% were economically disadvantaged and 86%
were in a minority group. Both classrooms supported at least four EBD students with two
paraprofessional supports per room (Willis, et al., 2019). All four paraprofessionals were female
and had 21 years of collective experience with elementary-aged students with EBD. However,
the bulk (18 years) of the combined experience was one paraprofessional. All four reported that
they had met the district-wide requirements for professional development and all four, while
receiving some training, did not report receiving specific training with BSP practice (Willis, et
al., 2019).
For the study, paraprofessionals were instructed to self-monitor their moments of BSP
and reprimand with tally marks on post-it notes during their support sessions with their students.
These support sessions were observed by the researchers to monitor student cooperation and
disruptive behavior during moments of BSP and/or verbal redirection as well as to document
BSP from the paraprofessionals (Willis, et al., 2019). The observers included the primary
researcher of this study, a graduate student, and a district employee who understood the need for
specific paraprofessional training (Willis, et al., 2019). Once rates of BSP baselines were
determined, the paraprofessional was individually trained to implement a reward system for the
students while still tallying their verbal BSP and reprimands. The reward was a system of
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earning points that could be exchanged for choice-sensory time, iPad use, or other high-interest
activities.
Results of the study varied across the four students and paraprofessionals. While
remaining above their baseline, two of the paraprofessionals demonstrated a reduction in BSP
with self-monitoring while the other two paraprofessionals showed an increase in BSP with selfmonitoring (Willis, et al., 2019). Engagement with students also increased but there was little
change in the rates of intervention or positive behavior from baselines. Therefore, the researchers
determined that displaying this data was not warranted (Willis, et al., 2019). The study also did
not reveal if and how effective the rewards system was for the students.
In conclusion, the researchers determined that BSP can be an effective practice for
paraprofessionals that work with students with EBD but there was not a strong enough
correlation between behaviors and BSP and reprimand (Willis, et al., 2019). Secondly, when the
study was concluded, the results of the validity survey with the paraprofessionals revealed that
all four found self-monitoring, while easy to do, a stressful exercise. Yet, they all reported that
they believed BSP is important and that they would continue to make efforts to increase their
BSP (Willis, et al., 2019).
Pyramidal Training Outcomes
This 2019 study conducted by a team of researchers led by Dorothea C. Lerman sought to
determine if pyramidal training is an efficient approach for teachers training paraprofessionals
who work with students with ASD (Lerman, et al., 2019). For this study, 16 teachers were
observed and interviewed by the researchers to determine what behavioral skills training (BST)
methods were implemented with their paraprofessionals with all 16 of them reporting that they
almost always use verbal instruction, modeling, and role-play techniques. However, only half of
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the teachers collected post-training performance data to determine levels of fidelity with the
paraprofessional (Lerman, et al., 2019).
Again, the researchers discussed the consensus data showing that while training
paraprofessionals is paramount for delivering effective services to students with disabilities,
paraprofessional training is scarce (Lerman, et al., 2019). Secondly, even when training is
provided, prior research indicated that the delivery method of the training is also ineffective
(mason, et al., 2017). Therefore, the purpose of this study was to evaluate the effectiveness of
pyramidal training between teachers and paraprofessionals (Lerman, et al., 2019).
The participants of this study included 16 teachers and 16 paraprofessionals enrolled in a
5-day training seminar that explored a variety of behavior analytic procedures (Lerman, et al.,
2019). Each teacher was paired with a paraprofessional from their room. Of the teachers, 14 were
female and two males while the paraprofessionals were all female (Lerman, et al., 2019). Eight
children with ASD, ages 4 to 13 also participated in the study. Five of these children received
weekly services on problem behaviors, non-compliance, crying, screaming, and aggression
(Lerman, et al., 2019). The study was conducted by observers trained in discrete-trial teaching
(DTT) behind one-way glass.
The paraprofessionals were trained with a pyramid model in 9 components of DTT
(Table 1). Paraprofessionals were then placed in instructional settings with a student with data
being collected by the observers. Data that was collected was determined by the number of
correct DTT procedures divided by the possible number of correct responses across all
instructional sessions and then converted into a percentage (Lerman, et al., 2019).
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Teachers were scored on the use and accuracy of BST implementation including written
instructions, verbal instruction, modeling, situational practice, and role-play. The same scoring
was used for the teachers as the paraprofessionals, i.e., the number of correct BST prompts
divided by the number of possible correct BST prompts and then converted into a percentage
(Lerman, et al., 2019). For the students, three target responses were determined; (1) listener
responses, (2) correct identification of pictures, and (3) correct responses to verbal prompts and
questions (Lerman, et al., 2019).
Once the teachers and paraprofessionals were trained in BST and DTT respectively, the
paraprofessionals were paired with a research assistant and instructed to conduct nine sessions,
with the paraprofessional playing the role of the child, with correctly integrating components of
DTT (Lerman, et al., 2019). The researchers determined that to be considered in the final data
results, teachers had to perform the pyramidal training on the paraprofessionals with at least 85%
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accuracy (Lerman, et al., 2019). As a result, 6 of the teacher/paraprofessional training results
were thrown out.
For paraprofessionals, the results of this study indicated that after pyramid training, they
correctly recognized and correctly implemented DTT at the appropriate time 90% of the time
during their sessions (Lerman, et al., 2019). Furthermore, the paraprofessionals showed the most
improvements in the areas of the proximity of objects, verbal instructions, and the use of
prompts. The least number of improvements was noted in the areas of reinforcement,
implementation, and responses to problem behaviors (Lerman, et al., 2019). For teachers, results
indicated that they were successful in teaching their paraprofessionals to use DTT correctly and
effectively and provided correct feedback to the paraprofessional 90% of the time (Lerman, et
al., 2019).
In conclusion, the exit surveys along with the collected data showed that pyramidal training
is an effective and efficient method for delivering training to both teachers and paraprofessionals
with both groups having positive results and opinions of the delivery method. One reason
highlighted by both teachers and paraprofessionals was the speed, accuracy, and ease of obtaining
mastery of the DTT (Lerman, et al., 2019). The researchers discussed the limitations of the study,
and that future research would be needed for conclusive results (Lerman, et al., 2019.

CHAPTER III: APPLICATION OF RESEARCH
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Paraprofessionals are vital members of the special education team, yet research indicates that
finding and retaining quality paraprofessionals has been a challenge. In this author's estimation,
the literature reviewed shows that several areas of emphasis should be addressed in the process
of hiring, training, retaining, and developing paraprofessionals.
As the research exhibited, many paraprofessionals feel that the employment
advertisements that attracted them to the position were not accurate descriptions of their actual
roles and responsibilities once hired. Many reported that they were led to believe they would be
working with a certain population only to be moved to other programs of greater need. In this
author's experience and opinion, job descriptions for paraprofessionals need to be accurate,
specific, and consistent throughout their employment with minimum deviation from their hired
position. If the vacancy is for a paraprofessional to work with students with ASD, that should be
specifically stated. If the vacancy is to work with students with developmental disabilities, the
description of the roles and expectations should be clearly defined in the job posting. Too often,
districts are tempted to generalize job descriptions and often portray open positions more
favorably while downplaying the inherent difficulties. In real estate, they call this “puffing” and,
while not illegal, it is considered unethical and misleading. To address this, this author suggests
that districts, along with their special education staff, develop job descriptions that accurately
define and describe the paraprofessional's roles and responsibilities, and are honest about the
environment, potential negatives, student behaviors, and professional expectations. This practice
has the potential to decrease the hiring of unqualified paraprofessionals who may be placed in
roles they are not suited for and ultimately leave the position. Secondly, it has the potential to
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attract employees that are self-aware enough to recognize their strengths and limitations without
wasting time with unnecessary interviews, training, and professional resources.
The next application the research suggests is being specific and intentional with the
interview process. Districts that are hiring paraprofessionals would do well to invite the specific
teacher which the candidate will be supervised under to the interview with the teacher doing
most of the questioning. Administrators can guide the direction of the interview but should not
dominate the conversation. Often, administrators do not understand the specific dynamics or
nuances of a given program or special education room and must resist the temptation to merely
fill a position. This author contests that having no paraprofessional in a vacant position is
preferable to having the wrong paraprofessional.
To this end, it is the opinion of this author that teachers and special education
departments would do well to develop specific and intentional interview outlines. These
prescribed flows of questions and conversation will allow all parties to determine strengths,
deficiencies, areas of specific training needs, general relatability or temperament, and the ability
to work with a team. Too often, paraprofessionals reported that their interviews were overgeneralized without clear answers to specific questions and conducted by district employees with
which they would have little to no connection in their day-to-day environment or responsibilities.
Once there is clarity between all parties about roles, responsibilities, expectations, and
environment, the next application this author suggests is to provide compensated training
sessions on specific tasks, curriculum delivery, behavioral interventions, BSP, and all other
needs related to the specific job description before the paraprofessional enters the classroom.
This practice would reduce the unintended consequences of students taking advantage of new
paraprofessionals and the establishment of potentially negative relationships at the outset. If the
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paraprofessional were given accurate depictions of specific students, their habits, behaviors,
tendencies, and general personality, the paraprofessional would be better prepared to address
predetermined boundaries and DTT techniques. Of course, ongoing specific-task training would
continue throughout the paraprofessional's tenure.
With the hiring and initial training stages complete, research suggests that districts need
to develop techniques and methods to retain quality paraprofessionals. By the time the
paraprofessional arrives at this stage, the research shows that they have over 51 hours, not to
mention the finances invested, in training the paraprofessional (Giangreco et al., 2001).
Therefore, to retain these employees and realize a return on investment, districts need to develop
a system of paraprofessional reward and recognition. This system could include multiple items
such as tiered rewards systems with incentives increasing over a series of goals or professional
benchmarks achieved; paraprofessional week with activities and other events revolving around
paraprofessional appreciation; public recognition in school and/or local newspapers; meaningful
salary increases based on longevity and performance; breakfast at school, lunch or food gift
cards, socials, etc.
However, not all retention techniques need to be based on reward. Other ideas that the
research suggests for paraprofessional retention are consistent verbal and written praise,
inclusion in decision-making processes, collaboration with the special education department and
IEP teams, inclusion in determining goals, objectives, and timelines, and routine assignment of
non-student related tasks such as clerical work, bulletin boards, or filing. Other retainment
strategies the research revealed were that paraprofessionals want specialized training that
supports their current roles and responsibilities and yet, while general training sessions for
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paraprofessionals are often useful and necessary, they cannot be a substitute for individualized
training specific to their role.
Building on the training aspect of retention, the fourth application the research supported
was specific training for professional growth and learning research-based practices for student
fidelity. In this author's estimation, this is the number one issue surrounding the paraprofessional
“rotating door” in public education. Paraprofessionals and researchers alike report that too often,
paraprofessionals are thrown into situations and environments they have no experience with and
are not equipped for. The lack of training materials along with time constraints are responsible
for these shortages but it should not mean that there is not a concerted effort by school districts to
develop training materials and delivery methods that would address this issue. And, while the
research on the topic showed that online or video training was not as effective as in-person
coaching and modeling, it could still be used in individual or specific situations or as a
supplement to in-person training.
Another application that might increase paraprofessional training is to relieve teachers of
some of their paperwork and clerical duties. While a new concept, there is research that supports
retaining private firms or creating departments within districts that specialize in special education
paperwork such as writing IEPs, evaluations, interventions, curriculum, and training materials.
Funding a project like this would be difficult for many districts, it could assure a level of quality,
consistency, and compliance with due process matters. It would also free up teachers to do
exactly what they are trained to do; teach. They would spend more time with students, more time
with parental communication, more time with training paraprofessionals, and less time buried in
a mountain of files behind a computer monitor.
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Lastly, there is a growing body of research that indicates that the relationship between the
paraprofessional and the special education teacher needs to be clearly defined for classroom
fidelity. Hierarchies need to be clearly defined and expectations need to be communicated early
in the paraprofessional/teacher relationship and there needs to be an environment of cooperation
and collaboration for the relationship to produce the intended outcomes for students with
disabilities. Leadership creates culture, whether it is a sports team, a school building, a
department, or a classroom. If the leadership cannot cultivate a positive and successful culture,
goals and expectations will not be met and relationships will sour.
In conclusion, this thesis has confirmed the importance of developing specific, effective,
and efficient programming for the hiring, training, and retention of special education
paraprofessionals. Yet, while the author of this thesis also appreciates and understands the
difficulties and nuances that working with students with disabilities presents, there are researchsupported practices that have demonstrated that programming can be developed and
implemented to better utilize this valuable resource. It is a challenging task, but most things
worth doing are rarely easy.
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CHAPTER IV: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
Summary of Literature
The author of this thesis chose the topic of supporting paraprofessionals in special
education because they will only become more relied upon in the future and will see their roles
and responsibilities increase with greater demands placed on them. To meet these demands,
teachers and districts cannot rely on the same hiring, retaining, and training practices of the past
if they expect to meet the growing exigencies of special education. As Albert Einstein stated:
“The definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting a different
result.” If the traditional practices of recruiting, hiring, supporting, and training
paraprofessionals continue one can only surmise that districts and schools will continue to lose
this valuable and necessary asset to public education.
The literature reviewed in this thesis highlights some of the issues paraprofessionals,
districts, and teachers are facing in the ever-changing realm of education. To address these
challenges, the authors of the reviewed literature offered solutions with evidence-based research
to determine best practices to address these challenges. All literature reviewed in this thesis was
published in peer-reviewed journals.
The major recurring theme in the literature was the unanimous agreement that current
training for paraprofessionals is not sufficient and has not kept pace with the increased demands
placed on them. This author concludes that the research demonstrates that often,
paraprofessionals believe they are underqualified to meet the expectations placed on them. The
research indicated that this is a primary contributor to paraprofessional turnover.
Secondly, the literature revealed that the relationship gap is widening between
paraprofessionals and those above them in the educational hierarchy. The data gathered from

54
observation, interviews, and surveys demonstrate that paraprofessionals believe they have not
been included in decision-making or collaboration, and that their contributions are often
unnoticed and/or unappreciated (Biggs et al., 2019). Secondly, much of the research indicated
that when teachers and paraprofessionals work closely together, classroom fidelity increases and
student behaviors decrease (Lerman et al., 2019).
Limitations of Research
Much of the literature that was initially chosen for this thesis was over 20 years old and
while they did address paraprofessional roles and responsibilities, much of the content was not
relevant to the modern-day special education environment. Secondly, as many of the research
authors noted, there simply is not enough recent research on this important topic and this lack of
research has contributed to the lack of paraprofessional training materials.
Secondly, there are simply too many variables when working with students with
disabilities. Demographics, environment, geographic location, local values, etc. will all affect the
way special education is delivered and how the paraprofessional is utilized. These factors can
potentially limit research to narrowly selected schools and districts and may not apply to a
broader audience.
Implications of Future Research
Future research should focus on the needs presented within the dynamic special education
environment. Research should also continue to look for effective, intentional, and efficient ways
to enhance hiring practices, specialized training, and workshops, and how paraprofessionals can
be retained for the sake of classroom fidelity. Lastly, this author believes that future research
needs to be done with an eye on the future of the teacher/paraprofessional relationship and the
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roles paraprofessionals might play in the future to identify practices and training materials that
are proactive rather than reactive.
Professional Application
I can speak firsthand on this subject. As a new paraprofessional assigned as one-on-one
support to a student with severe and multiple impairments, I was given no formal training or
background on the student I would be working with. Unfortunately, it took a crisis to spark a
team meeting to discuss paraprofessional expectations. Furthermore, the assigned role was not
the role that I had applied for. Is there little wonder why many paraprofessionals feel merely like
a “warm body” and not valued members of the special education department?
As to the training of paraprofessionals, it is also my experience that when training
seminars are available, they are often conducted for all paraprofessionals at the same time on the
same topic. These training sessions, while potentially helpful in a broad sense, are often
overgeneralized and would appear to be offered merely to meet state or federal mandates.
Training is not relevant across the board for paraprofessional support. For instance, I was often
required to attend after-school training on topics that had no translation to my responsibilities.
Some researchers have referred to this as what they call the “training trap” (Giangreco, 2010).
The training trap is the notion that since the school or district offered a specific paraprofessionals
workshop that the paraprofessional is, therefore “trained.” It is also my observation and
experience that there is little incentive for paraprofessionals to attend training seminars. They are
often not relevant to the paraprofessional’s duties and/or they are not compensated for their time.
As previously mentioned, I have both the perspective of a Developmental Cognitive
Disability (DCD) paraprofessional and a DCD teacher, and believe I have a unique perspective
and experience when it comes to the training and development of paraprofessionals. The process
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of transitioning from paraprofessional to teacher, while not entirely uncommon, can give the
special education teacher a perspective that those fresh out of college may not possess. It is often
difficult to make the transition, especially later in life, from paraprofessional to teacher as there
can be several factors at play in these instances. First, there is the very real but often unaddressed
notion of “us and them;” `You used to be one of us but now you are one of them' is not an
uncommon refrain from long-term paraprofessionals when there is a role reversal in the
classroom. Secondly, it can be difficult to step into a teacher's mindset. Students will need to be
observed differently and the relationship between student and teacher is much different than
between student and paraprofessional.
Making the transition from paraprofessional to teacher later in life has had its pitfalls. I
made the transition from paraprofessional to teacher in the same classroom where I was a
paraprofessional before having completed most of my education classes. While it was exciting to
pilot a classroom, there was little knowledge of the expectations and responsibilities that were
required, let alone my lack of experience. There was familiarity and developed relationships with
the students and staff but there was a language barrier with the vernacular and special education
has a language of its own. Other professional barriers were clumsily navigated, and solutions
often came the hard way through trial and error. I had no prior student teaching experience; no
supervising teacher to give feedback and little support from the administration or the special
education department. The room was self-contained and had a staff of one teacher, four
paraprofessionals, and 11 students with severe, profound, and multiple disabilities. This room
also had a history of transient leadership, inconsistent staff, and behavior issues. In fact, I was the
fifth teacher in four years in this room. The expectations from the administration upon hiring
were that I would be the “last teacher they had to hire” and “to take care of problems internally.”
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While at first up to the challenge, I would not recommend the path I took to a special education
teaching profession. There was no support for training paraprofessionals and certainly no
guidance on how to manage their schedules and responsibilities. Had there been prior experience
with being trained as a paraprofessional and a clear understanding of the role they play; I believe
that the transition from being support staff to classroom leader would have been much smoother.
Since I have been on both sides of the paraprofessional/teacher relationship in the very
recent past I know what it is like to feel undervalued and underqualified for assigned
responsibilities. I became a special education teacher to change the paraprofessional/teacher
culture that was prevalent in the department. As a paraprofessional, I knew that my strengths
were not being utilized concerning my assignments. I also observed that other paraprofessionals
shared the same opinion and that they often felt like they were placed in situations where they
merely needed a “warm body” for compliance purposes. It was that environment that was one of
the impetuses for me to obtain my teaching license.
My professional application concerning paraprofessionals’ roles and relationships will
reflect the conclusions of many of the research authors. I plan to take steps in working closely
with the special education department and school administrators to develop a systematic process
for hiring, training, and retaining paraprofessionals. As previously mentioned, these steps include
the teacher being more involved in the hiring/interview process, developing detailed job
descriptions that are clear about roles and expectations, having a system of rewards and
incentives for professional advancement, being intentional and specific with paraprofessional
training seminars, and strengthening the paraprofessional/teacher relationship; the latter being a
point of emphasis. This can be demonstrated by including them in decision-making processes,
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being involved in student planning, frequent praise and notes of appreciation, and assignment of
routine non-student-related tasks.
Conclusion
In conclusion, this author agrees with much of the research data and results from the
reviewed literature. Primarily, there was the unanimous agreement that there is a lack of research
regarding paraprofessional training and that this lack of research has contributed to the widening
of the relational and professional gap between the paraprofessional and those above them in the
educational hierarchy. If paraprofessionals are going to continue to see their roles change,
responsibilities increase, be more heavily relied upon, and be placed in roles they are not
equipped for, job satisfaction will decline, and the paraprofessional “revolving door” will
continue.
Finally, there was unanimity concerning the fact that the roles and responsibilities of the
special education paraprofessional have and will only continue to increase. Therefore, to retain
these necessary employees, teachers and administrators need to be intentional with all aspects of
paraprofessional development and make sure they are provided accurate job expectations, clear
descriptions of their roles and responsibilities, frequent praise, notes of affirmation and
appreciation, regular duty-specific training, and a higher level of inclusion in decision-making
processes. However, while implementing these items does not guarantee successful
paraprofessional development and retention, they are steps in the right direction to give a higher
level of return on investment and improved classroom fidelity.
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